The European Survey on Language Competences: Measuring Foreign Language Student Proficiency  by Costa, Patrícia & Albergaria-Almeida, Patrícia
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  191 ( 2015 )  2369 – 2373 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
ScienceDirect
1877-0428 © 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Organizing Committee of WCES 2014
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2015.04.255 
WCES 2014 
 
The European Survey on Language Competences: measuring 
foreign language student proficiency 
 
Patrícia Costa a, Patrícia Albergaria-Almeida a,b* 
 
a Joint Research Centre, European Commission, Via E. Fermi, 21027 Ispra (VA), Italy 
b Research Centre Didactics and Technology in Education of Trainers, Department of Education, University of Aveiro, Campus Universitário de 
Santiago, 3810-193 Aveiro, Portugal 
 
 
Abstract 
 
The European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC) was designed to collect information about the foreign language 
proficiency of students in the last year of lower secondary education or the second year of upper secondary education in 
participating European educational systems. The intention was not only to carry out a survey of language competences, but a 
survey that should be able to deliver information about language learning, teaching methods and curricula. It was fundamental to 
contextualize the data, and thus questionnaires to principals, teachers and students were implemented in order to complement the 
language tests. The ESLC measured the proficiency of approximately 54 000 students across 16 educational systems in 14 
participating countries. In each of the educational systems the two most commonly taught foreign languages of the five official 
languages of the European Union (English, French, German, Italian and Spanish) were tested. Students’ language proficiency is 
described in terms of the levels of the Common European Framework of Reference, to enable comparison across participating 
educational systems. The data collected allows characterizing foreign language learning and teaching practices and identifying 
school variables that can influence students’ proficiency. In this paper we propose to (i) briefly present the ESCL as well as the 
contextual questionnaires applied to principals, teachers and students, and (ii) discuss the main findings and conclusions of the 
survey and of the secondary analysis performed by the Centre for Research on Education and Lifelong Learning (CRELL). The 
ESLC data adds considerably to the knowledge base that was previously available at European level or from official national 
statistics. 
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1. Introduction: contextualizing the European Survey on Language Competence 
The European Survey on Language Competence is the first survey of this kind and was designed to deliver 
participating European educational systems with comparative data on foreign language competence, but also 
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understanding into good practices in language learning. The ESLC is “not only … a survey of language 
competences but a survey that should be able to provide information about language learning, teaching methods and 
curricula” (European Commission, 2007). The ESLC was also planned to permit the establishment of a European 
language competence indicator to measure progress towards the 2002 Barcelona European Council Conclusions, 
which called for ‘action to improve the mastery of basic skills, in particular by teaching at least two foreign 
languages from a very early age’ (European Commission, 2012b). 
In 2005 the European Commission delineated a strategic approach for the ESLC. The contract for the survey was 
awarded in 2008 to a group of eight expert organisations in the fields of language assessment, questionnaire design, 
sampling, translation processes and psychometrics. The main study was carried out in spring 2011.  
2. Collection of data 
Fourteen European countries took part in the survey: Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Estonia, France, Greece, Malta, 
Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden and UK-England. Belgium’s three linguistic communities 
participated separately to give a total of 16 educational systems.  
The ESLC collected information about the foreign language proficiency of European pupils in the last year of 
lower secondary education or the second year of upper secondary education. Only pupils who had had instruction in 
the foreign language for at least one whole school year were eligible. The level chosen reflected the organisation of 
language learning in different countries, for instance, the age at which pupils begin to learn a second foreign 
language. This first administration of the ESLC tested a representative sample of almost 54.000 pupils. Each 
educational system tested the two languages most widely taught in that entity (first and second foreign languages) 
from the five tested languages: English, French, German, Italian and Spanish. Each sampled pupil was tested in one 
language only. The language tests covered three language skills: Listening, Reading and Writing. Each pupil was 
assessed in two of these three skills. The results of the survey are reported in terms of the levels of the Common 
European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR). The CEFR has been extensively adopted as a framework 
for language education, and also for developing a shared understanding of levels of language competence. CEFR 
defines six levels of functional competence from A1 (the lowest level) to C2. The ESLC focused on levels A1 to B2. 
A pre-A1 level was also defined in order to identify an A1 starting point (Table 1).  
 
                               Table 1. Characterisation of the Pre-A1 to B2 CEFR levels 
ESLC level CEFR level Characteristics 
Independent 
user 
Advanced 
independent user B2 
An independent user who can express him/herself 
clearly and effectively 
Independent user B1 An independent language user who can deal with straightforward, familiar matters 
Basic user 
Advanced basic 
user A2 
A basic language user who can use simple 
language to communicate on everyday topics 
Basic user A1 A basic user who can use very simple language, with support 
                         Beginner Pre-A1 A learner who has not achieved the level of competence described by A1 
Figure 1 shows an example of an A1 English writing task. This writing task was translated to the other four 
languages tested. Much work was done to make the language tests comparable over the five tested languages in 
terms of the skills measured and interpretation in terms of CEFR levels.  
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Figure 1. Example of an A1 English writing task (European Commission, 2012b). 
 
 
Contextual questionnaires were administered to the pupils tested, as well as to the foreign language teachers and 
the principals in their schools. The information provided by these questionnaires aimed at facilitating a more 
dynamic comparison of language policies, and foreign language teaching and learning strategies between the 
participating European countries. The ultimate goal of these questionnaires was to allow the identification, 
characterization and sharing of good teaching practices (European Commission, 2005). 
3. Results 
3.1. Language proficiency 
As shown in Table 2 an overall low level of competences in both first and second foreign languages tested was 
found. The level of independent user (B1 and B2) was attained by only 42% of the students in the first foreign 
language and by only 25% in the second foreign language. It is also important to emphasize that 14% of pupils did 
not achieve the basic user level, and 20% did not achieve the basic level for the second foreign language.  
 
                                      Table 2. Percentage of pupils achieving each CEFR level in first and second foreign language (global average across 
educational systems) (European Commission, 2012a) 
Tested Language Pre-A1 
(beginner) 
A1 A2 B1 B2 
(basic user) (independent user) 
First foreign language 14 28 16 19 23 
Second foreign language 20 38 17 14 11 
 
Table 3 provides a summary of results per skill (Reading, Listening and Writing). It confirms that for all tested 
skills results are better for the first foreign language: the level of independent user (B1 and B2) for Reading, 
Listening and Writing averaged across educational systems are respectively 41%, 45% and 40% for the first foreign 
language compared to 27%, 27% and 22% for the second one.  
 
                                         Table 3. Percentage of pupils achieving each CEFR level in first and second foreign language, by skill (European 
Commission, 2012a) 
 First foreign language Second foreign language 
Level Reading Listening Writing Reading Listening Writing 
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B2 27 30 13 15 14 5 
B1 14 15 27 12 13 17 
A2 12 13 24 13 16 21 
A1 33 25 25 41 37 36 
Pre-A1 14 17 11 19 20 21 
 
Higher proficiency in the first foreign language is not an unforeseen result, given the commonly earlier onset. 
Actually, in the majority of participating educational systems the first foreign language is compulsory, but not the 
second one. Moreover, in most educational systems, the first foreign language is English and the exposure to this 
language through internet and other media is higher. An important finding is that these factors contribute to 
relatively better results in English than other languages. In reality, even in educational systems where English is the 
second foreign language, the performance in English tends to be higher than in the other language tested (European 
Commission, 2012a). Evidence collected from the pupils' questionnaire responses, their reported perception of its 
usefulness, and their degree of exposure to it and use of it through media show the particular status of English. 
3.2. The contextual questionnaires 
Commonly pupils referred that they have started learning a foreign language before or during elementary 
education. At the time of the survey, most of the pupils indicated that they were learning two foreign languages. But 
substantial differences were found across educational systems in other aspects, such as the exact onset of foreign 
language learning, the teaching time and the number of languages offered and learned. As shown by the results of 
the ESLC, an earlier onset, as well as learning a large number of foreign languages, is associated to higher 
proficiency in foreign language learning (European Commission, 2012a, 2012b). Differences were found in the level 
to which pupils were exposed to informal language learning opportunities (for instance, trips to foreign countries, 
pupils’ contact with foreign languages through traditional and new media, the use of dubbing or subtitling) across 
the analyzed educational systems (European Commission, 2012b). Pupils’ insight of their parents’ knowledge of the 
foreign language tested also diverges largely across the educational systems studied. The results of the ESLC show 
that there is a positive relationship between the proficiency in the tested language and the pupils’ perception of their 
parents’ knowledge of that language, as well as their exposure to the tested language through media (European 
Commission, 2012a). Other aspect that is clearly different across educational systems is the use of foreign language 
in classes. A positive relationship was found between the amount of foreign language spoken in classes and the 
pupils’ language proficiency (European Commission, 2012b). Generally, most language teachers are well qualified, 
have full certification and are specialized in language teaching (European Commission, 2012b). Probably this result 
explains why, for the educational systems tested, it was not found a relationship between initial and in-service 
teacher education and language proficiency (European Commission, 2012a).  
4. Language learning in Europe: the challenges 
     The results from the ESLC show that language competences need to be considerably enhanced, and “educational 
systems must step up their efforts to prepare all pupils for further education and the labor market” (European 
Commission, 2012a, p. 12). These findings have important policy implications as they show which factors can be 
addressed by policy measures to improve students’ foreign language performance. For example, national 
governments can implement several kinds of measures, such as measures to (i) encourage language learning from an 
early age (onset of language education), (ii) increase the number of foreign languages learnt and (iii) promote 
methods enabling pupils and teachers to use foreign languages for meaningful communication in lessons (Araujo & 
Costa, 2013). 
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Furthermore, ESLC data confirms that school systems that offer a wide choice of languages tend to achieve better 
results in language learning. This advocates that a plurilingual cultural environment is more favorable to language 
learning. Though, the fact that English is the most widely taught first foreign language and the one in which students 
reach higher levels of proficiency also reflects a particular cultural trend (Araujo & Costa, 2013). On the other hand, 
the importance of the English language as a basic skill and as a tool for employability and professional development 
requires concrete actions to further improve competences in this language (European Commission, 2012a). Policy 
implications can be derived from the finding that specific practices linked to media exposure outside of school affect 
learning. Creating a language-friendly environment can include policies that make exposure to films in the target 
language more widespread, both in societies at large and in the classroom. Language policies should encourage 
informal learning outside school, and contemplate the contact with language through different types of media 
(European Commission, 2012a), as well as the effects of using dubbing or subtitles in television and cinemas 
(Albergaria-Almeida & Costa, in press). Even if all languages are not similarly important when arriving to the labor 
market, linguistic diversity remains critically significant for personal and cultural development. Consequently, “the 
need to improve language skills for employability in a globalized world must be combined with the promotion of 
linguistic diversity and intercultural dialogue” (European Commission, 2012a, p. 12). 
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